Posttraumatic Stress Disorder is associated with altered reward mechanisms during the anticipation and the outcome of monetary incentive cues.
Recent studies suggest that Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) might be associated with dysfunctional reward circuitry. However, further research is needed to understand the key role of the reward system in PTSD symptomatology. Twenty participants with PTSD and 21 Trauma-Exposed matched Controls (TECs) completed the Monetary Incentive Delay (MID) task during an MRI session. Reaction times (RTs) and hit rates were recorded. Brain activity was investigated during the anticipation and the outcome of monetary gains and losses. During the anticipation of monetary loss, PTSD participants had higher RTs than TECs. However, the groups did not differ at the neurofunctional level. During successful avoidance of monetary loss, PTSD patients showed higher activation than TECs in the left caudate nucleus. During the anticipation of monetary gains, no differences in RTs were found between groups. PTSD patients had specific activations in the right amygdala, nucleus accumbens, putamen, and middle frontal gyrus (p < 0.05 family-wise error (FWE)-corrected), while TECs had specific activation in the anterior cingulate cortex. When obtaining monetary gains, PTSD patients had specific activation in the caudate nucleus, while TECs had specific activations in the right hypothalamus, subthalamic nucleus, and left inferior frontal gyrus. For the first time, functional brain activation during both the anticipation and the outcome of monetary rewards is reported altered in PTSD patients. These alterations might be associated with the complex symptomatology of PTSD.